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W

hen students teach each other, something
magic happens. Professors and teachers alike

spend much of their time trying to create

the understandings of global issues and a framework for
action to a diverse group of students.
Students design their own syllabus for a full-credit,

connecting nwments of inspiration when new ideas light

student-run course, and teach it to and with their peers.

up a student's face (Duckworth, 1987). At LEAD USA, a
non-profit organization in Williantsto\"1'11, Massacl1usetts,
we have found a way to increase the likelihood of these
moments of enlightenment. We call it Students Teaching
Students (STS). Students Teaching Students is an innovative curricular model in the tradition of John Dewey and
Paulo l'reire that provides college students with opportunities to design and teach their own courses for full
academic credit.
Within the STS framework, students become empowered to make interdisciplinary connections and often
choose to blend theory with practice. They develop crea.tive solutions to global problems through focused academic courses. At the University of Notre Dame,
"Conscience in the Crossfire: An Analysis of Violence
and the Search for Alternatives" opened dialog between
Peace Studies and RO.TC. students, and "Recoveling
Our Education" enabled students at the University of

They tmdertake the long and often difficult process of
defining a focus of study through the development of a
'vorking committee. TI1ey nleet regularly as a group to
agree and disagree about what is relevant. The students
concurrently meet individually with faculty ad,·isors for
suggestions about possible course materials and teaching techniques. Yet the focus and the process of a course
is student driven. Often students look to faculty for suggestions after they have completed extensive research.
We have observed that it is most effective when students rotate teaching and leaming roles, but there are as
many possible approaches as there are students. On the
first day of a regular full-credit class, students determine
the ground rules for the semester. Often students supplement their course work by designing and participating in a service project related to the topic of study.
Community service is no longer marginalized; it becomes a vital part of the students' education.
While many colleges and universities have long recognized the importance of integrating campus life with
the life of the surrounding community, the rigorous academic component of CSLP makes this project unique.
Volw1 teer service is taken back to the classroom where it
is researched, analyzed, evaluated, and reflected on.
Then, students apply their findings not only to the immediate problems of their own community, but to the
wider context of problems in the global community. ShJdents decide if CSL will become part of the class agenda.
Projects are selected based on student interest and needs

Vermont to examine environtnental justice.

One popular approach to STS includes a component
of Community Service Learning. In this paper, we will
start with an examination of one LEAD model, the Berkshire Energy Project at Williams College in Williamstown, Massachusetts. We then will examine how
students define their own learning goals, the necessity of
granting acadetnic credit for con1mwtity service lean1-

ing, and ways to avoid problems of inequity and patronization between volunteers and clients.

STUDENT DIRECTED CSL

assess1nents.
In com1nunity service learning, students become

The Community Service Learning Project (CSLP) developed by LEAD USA offers students an opportunity to
make cmTm1unity service an integral part of their academic experience. As future leaders, today's students

teachers providing one type of service and clients become teachers by returning another type of service.
Since college students are "transient residents," clients
have much to share about local history and culture. Stu-

require the understanding, skills, confidence, and moti-

dents also often comn1ent about how their eyes were

vation necessary to take actions that will ensure a sustainable and secure world. Based on LEAD's model of
· · · · Students Teaching Students, CSLP seeks to bring both

opened to the real world through their interaction with
community members. Finally, clients are encouraged 10

%8

participate in the evaluation of services provided and of
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the project as a whole. Students reflect on these evaluations over the course of a semester and try to incorporate improvements into their service work.
The Berkshire Energy Project, one such CSLP begun
in the fall of 1991, addresses the energy needs of low-income residents of northern Berkshire County, Massachusetts, by providing basic weatherization services.
The two essential components of BEP are service and
study:
• Students work with and instruct community members in
conservation teclmiques, implementing energy efficiency,
and networking with other comn1Lmity organizations.
• Studenls supplement their field experience by teaching a

cottrse that includes the development of leadership skills,
scientific and technological knowledge as related to energy,
and a greater tmderstanding of the implications of energy
use on the local, national and global levels.

Through CSLP, students make a vital link between
classroom activities and real experiences in the community. These connections allow students to enhance their
awareness of their presence in the community, an awareness that leads to compassion and further action. The
project provides students with a vehicle to exercise initiative, group management, and creative problem solving, while strengthening a sense of community. CSLP
seeks to make students aware of the actual and potential
impact their presence has on their commtmity and the
world, putting into practice the often mentioned notion
of acting locally while thinking globally. Uniquely, CSLP
asks students to define their own goals. Through the
Students Teaching Students component, students take
responsibility for their education by teaching and evaluating their own work. Students throw off the yoke of
passive learning as they actively embrace their own education and define their own goals.
The notion of students defining their own goals
seems radical and obvious at the sam.e time. Perhaps it
seems radical because we are familiar with teachers telling students what to do. Perhaps, too, it is obvious because students' own learning goals are more relevant,
encourage more and better participation, and instill a
greater sense of accomplishment. Students grow as they
become leaders. In creating new systems to solve problems creatively, they reach past reinventing the wheel.
Moving past an assembly line approach to education,
students develop the skills necessary to solve an entire
set of complex problems from beginning to end. Their
skills are reapplied and reinvigorated. They inject a vitality into learning through self-inspired creativity.
Because we feel that students defining their own
goals are so crucial to the developntent of a community
service learning project, it is essential that their work is
supported. The clearest sign of support in an academic
context, along with moral and financial support, is the

award of full academic credit. The granting of academic
credit validates the project and offers much to students,
clients, faculty, and the institution of higher education
alike. It demarglnalizes the service part of course work
and firmly places it along with the more traditional disciplines of the humanities and the sciences.
Students as the focus, designers, and implementers o(
community service learning projects have muclh to gain
from their service, work, and studies. Commrmity Service Learning Projects offer a unique opporttmity for students to channel their fmstration with social realities
and inequities into sustainable change. Unfortunately,
out of a structure that recognizes commtmity service as
simply good works, the rewards are seen as intrinsic or
are often too subtle. The CSLP gives students a legitimate and formally recognized framework to support the
important sense of accomplishment and self-worth derived from working effectively within a group to help
others.
Community Service Learning provides a wide range
of opportunities. In our experience, it makes volunteer
service possible for non-traditional, part-time, and other
alternative stitdents. By recognizing the value of CLSP,
academic institrttions open up the field of community
service to students who might otherwise not have the
freedom to serve.
On a subtle level, Community Service Learning Projects open avenues for the development and refinement
of leadership skills in individuals. Currently there are
many leadership positions available on college campuses, yet as a majority of leaders hold more than one
office, many stitdents are left out of the leadership loop.
Repeatedly, we have seen soft-spoken and thoughtful
students rise to the occasion and rally their peers
through and around service. One yormg man at Williams College particularly stands out as an example. He
became involved with the founding of the Berkshire
Energy Project, attended LEAD's annual Summer Institute, and currently is an active member of BEP.
Finally, Community Service Learning Projects serve
as a much needed bridge between theory and practice,
between academics and action. With all the current and
past emphasis on experiential education and with all the
emphasis of cooperative learning, classroom strategies
have a difficult time of making it out of the class and into
the institution as a whole. Community Service Learning
in a formally recognized context promises the possibility
of bringing together students with different backgrounds, perspectives, and agendas to work together on
common causes. It also works against some of the degradation that students in vocationally based programs
have faced. Finally, it realizes all the above mentioned
goals whlle meeting clients needs.
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As ,,ve shall further clarify, clients have much to gain
front a Cmnnmnity Service Leanting Project, particularly \vhen effective needs assessntent and sensitivity
training are completed. For the time being though, we
explore the direct outcomes of a relationship between
students and clients. We viev1' our work on tvvo levels.
The Berkshire Energy Project offers skills and service
to clients. Students educate people living in low-income
housing about energy use, costs and savings. Students
also offer opportunities for personal interaction; they
develop a broader, more informed world view as they
exchange ideas with their clients. llut the relationship
betvveen shtdents and clients is not a one-\vay street.
Students are encouraged to and have many opportunities to learn from the clients. Particularly, this is true
when clients are afforded opportunities to teach students about their conununities, cultures, skills and perspectives. 'Tite clients are exposed, too, to ne\·V ideas and
people. This interaction becomes particularly important
for students and clients ,,vho live in isolated situations
without a strong support base-be they single adults,
elderly, disabled, or recent in11nlgrants.
Finally, in the BEP example, there is a direct economic
outcome. Over the course of a sen1ester, students con1plete weatherization work that over the next five years
will save a couple of hundred families thousands of
dollars in eleclTic, gas and water bills. Stephanie Pare, a
llEP member; said, "It's great to have the opportunity to use
our resources to help people who need it." While not all
projects will have such clear projections for savings, we
have found it extremely inspiring to have clear outcon1es, to pair savings and acaden1ic rigor with the less
measurable aspects of the development of leadership
skills, confidence, and personal interaction.

INSTITUTIONALIZING CSL

Faculty Perspective
On first glance, faculty seem to have a love/hate relationship with the notion of Community Service Leaming paired with Students Teaching Students. Some
hesitate to surrender their class, their control over subject matter, or their free time. With student commitment
and a little convincing though, most faculty come to
embrace the importance of Community Service Leaming Projects. Assistant Professor Todd Whitmore of the
University of Notre Dame said,
The LEAD experience is unequivocally valuable for the student.
It had the orgm1izational basis for gfpfng bright, se!Fmotivated,
innovative students independence. The STS pmgram has the
instif11 tiona/mechanism to allow them to pursue their interests
and get credit at the same time. In addition, offering it under
the auspices of a course allows the student to focus his/her time
and energy on :.omethi11g they are intere:.ted ill.
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Faculty help students set realistic goals, get recharged
fron1 their students' energy, advise students and encour~
age and support the implementation of ideas.
Based on our own anecdotal evidence, students come
back from Students Teaching Shrdents and Community
Service Learning Programs excited and more informed
about their own learning. Kulik and Yaskulka (1987,
p. 107) assert that "Students taking these courses devoted unusually high levels of energy and participation
while developing criticallendership skills. Many graduates asserted that these courses were an10ng their n1ost
important learning experiences at college." Fonner
CSLP lenders assume similar leadership roles in their
more traditional, faculty-run classes. Certainly they arc
more participatory and less satisfied \'Vith "banking" approaches to education where faculty deposit ideas in
student's empty n1inds. Experiencing tl1e ups and
downs of the many tasks involved in teaching, students
have more respect for their teachers. The changes relating to students, howeve1~ are not the only benefits for
faculty. There are clear and direct implications for their
work.
By supporting students in Con11nunity Service Learning Projects, faculty strengthen \Vhat they themselves arc
often trying to do i11 their classes. Interested in mnking
connections betvveen theory and practice, and dedicated
to helping students do the same, they have a unique
instrument that supports their other work. TI1e valuing,
and serious consideration afforded to both, prepares shrdents for a broader, more effective and connected type of
education for the 21st century. Community Service
Leaming, by its nature, lends itself to interdisciplinary
studies. Tioe possibilities for connecting people across
isolated departments and for encouraging comprehensive approaches to problem solving is tremendous.

Besides 1neaningful and active learning, the greatest
aspects of a C01nmunity Service Learning Project that
should be attractive to administrators are the uniqueness it offers an institution in a con1petitive market and
the cost effectiveness it affords in difficult financial
times. Currently, during the 1992-1993 academic yeor,
there are twelve Students Teaching Students projects.
All the projects were inspired by workshops led bY
LEAD staff. Staff then support working committees "'
the development of course objectives. We train students
and faculty in enhancing the skills necessary for group
facilitation, strategic planning, community building and
constructing a syllabus. We provide ongoing consultation both through follow-up visits and our student hatline 800 number. LEAD also provides training matenals,
manuals, a newsletter (The Student LEADer), and opportunities for campus projects to network with each other.
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The classes, at their best, are self-sustaining. At the
University of Notre Dame, Williams College, the University of New Hampshire, and Pitzer College, students
who have had good experiences in STS classes have
proceeded to refine and develop new classes. Institutionally, these colleges and others have granted students
credit using various mechanisms including independent
studies, directed readings and group independent studies. Each college and university has different procedures
for granting credit, however all approaches include presenting an academically rigorous syllabus, gathering
faculty and administrator support, and meeting with a
curriculum committee. Students have earned credit in
many academic areas from political science to environmental studies to economics to women's studies to English to history.
As students develop new leadership skills and start to
approach their own learning differently, so can faculty.
The potential for inservice training is staggering. Typically, relationships are created where students and faculty can learn much from each other. The very way
professors teach will likely change out of these experiences. As Page Smith (1990, p. 16) states, "If I were the
head of an institution now, I would push for more student taught courses. Students are far more capable of
educating each other than they have been given credit
for. They love to do it, and when students have gotten
faculty support or sponsorship for courses, they've done
a superior job."
As study abroad options or other special programs
often distinguish one college from anothet~ so can an
institutionalized Commtmity Service Learning Program.
At many campuses, community service is housed within
career centers in the more traditional role of internships.
This is just the beginning; CSLP is often interdisciplinary. Community Service Learning also offers institutions with lLmited resources many opportunities for a
wide-range of individually designed courses within existing departmental frameworks.
Finally, Community Service Learning Projects can be
extraordinarily cost-effective. By taking a student-centered approach, faculty time that might be spent preparing for or conducting classes can be spent on other
projects. Students taking on the role of teacher functionally change faculty-to-student ratios. The courses themselves are also economical and sustainable. Structurally,
Students Teaching Students is designed so that classes
are easily passed from one group of students to the next.
In a number of cases, that transition is quite simple.
Maggie O'Shaugnessy, a student at Notre Dame commented, "Students that !tad a really good experience one
SCII/Cstcr are eager to share their experiences. It becomes easier

the most effective leaders come out of a situation where
their peers nurture their development over one or two
semesters. Many soft-spoken students who enroll during the first open class go on to design their own classes
later.
From every perspective, Community Service Learning Projects and Students Teaching Students provide
wonderful opportunities to all involved. For students,
the ties established between theory and practice are empowering and lead to active learning and the development of leadership skills. For faculty, the implications for
recharged students and the possibilities for interdisciplinary studies are exciting. Finally, for administrators and
institutions as a whole, the chance for staff training, the
potential for marketing, and the sustainable and cost-eifective side of Community Service Learning are very
attractive.

to pla11a course. We were erxn able to keep the reading packet
cost to ttuenty dollars." Students are keen to share their

• PubLicity: By sharing informc1tion, students help to educate
the corrununity as a whole. They also get public support
for their work.

empowennent experiences and train their peers. Often,

CHALLENGING INEQUALITY
For all the positive aspects of Community Service
Learning, there is one specific concern that needs to be
addressed before these types of programs can be implemented effectively. All too often, naive "good works"
risk creating a patronizing relationship between volunteers and clients. Particularly, this occurs when institutions oi higher education are seen as ivory towers. It is
important that all involved are aware and trained to
avoid the slippety slope of being insensitive to clients.
Paying lip service is not enough.
At LEAD, we approach the danger of inequity and
the possibility of patronizing relationships on two levels.
Structurally and through training, it is very important to
design a program with checks and balances. It helps to
avoid misunderstandings and make sure the services
delivered are appropriate. We teach our students five
basic phases. While each group of students approaches
them differently, in our experience, checklng in weekly
on all five is invaluable.
• Survey: Students should conduct a survey to see what
needs are unanswered in a conummity.
• Inventory: Students should research what services are currently being offered by what organizations, Other organizations are also a valuable resource for evaluating
community needs.
• Training: Students often need to be trained in the skills
required for service, How to ;.veatherstrip a home, insulate
a water heater~ or tutor refugees in English are often new
skills. Students also need to be trained in being sensitive,
recognizing and working with differences.
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• Docurnentation and Evaluation: Vv'hethcr documenting
work to learn from past accomplishments and mistakes or
supporting fund raising efforts/ it is critical to evaluate
student Conuntmity Service Programs. There tends to be a
high turnover among students, and written records help
define future program directions.

From a structural standpoint, recognizing in1portant
aspects of a program are easy. The trick lies in referring
to those five points regularly. Perhaps, though, even
what is more important and certainly more difficult to
implement are the regular use of personal and in-service
training.
One of the most frequent criticisms of cmnmunity
service programs is the pai.Tonizing or condescending
attih1de that n1any volunteers have towards their clients.
Although unintentional, this relationship only works to
rnake situations awkward for all involved. Training requires an initial investment of tilne as well as a strong
determination to overcome these prejudices. It is likely
that this problem will never be completely solved, but it
can be changed drastically to make both volunteers and
clients more comfortable.
We recommend some kind of prejudice reduction
work. BEP worked with the National Coalition Building
Institute, which proved successful. There are many other
types of effective prejudice reduction and sensitivity
traini11gs available. Regardless of the choice, keep in
mind that to be effective, the trainings should last from
three hours to an entire day. Cherie R. Brown (1992) of
NCB! proposes five key steps in reducing prejudice.
• Identifying the information and misinformation we have
leamed about other groups-to admit our programming
and confront prejudice head on.
• Identifying and expressing pride in the groups to which
we belong-to affi1m our identity and backgrow1d.
• Learning how groups other than our own experience nlish·eatment-to share what it's like to be part of a mistreated
group and to share what they experience.
• Learning the personal impact of specific incidents of discrimination-to share personal stories in which discrimination led to a hwtful experience.
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• Learning how to interrupt prejudicial behavior in yourself
and others-to assist yourself and others to apply a new
sensitivity to specific situations, particularly in service
work.

No program offers a panacea for problems of patronizing attitudes in service, but it is possible to take steps
in reducing that type of behavior. Prejudices are learned
early in life; it takes a lifetime to break thcn1 dovn1.
The steps to implementing an effective Community
Service Learning Progra1n are not easy. Having its goals
be student driven adds some complications and excitement. Yet vlhen students tie service to their studies, their
interest, level of participation, and cmntnihnent to learn~
ing radically change. Students have much to gain from
Con1munity Service Learning, particularly when they
receive acaden1ic credit for their work and when the~·
acknowledge their own prejudices and cultural assum};.
tions.

1
;j
j

j

l

REFERENCES
Brown, C. R (1992). 1l1e National Coalition Building Institutl'
prejudice reduction workshop modeL Trainer's notes.
Washington, DC: National Coalition Bujlding Institute.
Duckworth, E. (1987). The having of wondetful ideas and othct
essays on teaching and learning. New York: Teachers

College Press.
Kulik and Yaskulka, as cited in Thomas, D. C. & Klare, M. T.
(1987). Peace and world order studies: a curriculum guide
(5th ed.). Boulder, CO: Westview Press.
Smith, P., cited in Sanofl, A. 1'. (1990, May 7). T11e university in
chaos. U. S. News & World 1\eport.

Peter W. Dillon is the Education and Outreach Director
and Robyn Van Riper is the Program Director of Leadership
Education and Development, USA, located in Williamstown.
Massachusetts. More information about student-run curriculc1
and CSL projects, including sample syllabi, can be obtained

from the authors at LEAD USA, P.O. Box 275, Williamstown.
MA01267.

Equity & Excellence in Educatio11 • Vol. 26, No. 2

l

